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“Let them love athletics as a career.
Endure pain in training so they can fight easy. Follow program
fully and obey coaches. Above all discipline is the key to ever
success. Let them emulate elite athletes knowing they can also do
like or better than them.”

John Kibowen; World 5000m Bronze
medalist

DEDICATION

To all the sportsmen and sports women of the
world who each day run for the sake of human harmony. Games help to
bring the world into a harmonious state. Let us all be sporty.

INTRODUCTION


Kenyan athletes have dominated international distance running in
quite a number of recent years. Explanations for their success may
include favourable physiological characteristics, which could
comprise favourable genetic endowment, and advantageous
environmental conditions. Sometimes people from other countries,
especially the developed tend to compare the demographic
characteristics of elite Kenyan runners with those of the general
Kenyan population.

The elite Kenyan runners specialize in
distances ranging from the 800m to the marathon. To understand the
Kenyan athlete, one has to obtained information on place of birth,
language, and distance and method of travel to schools that these
athletes attended. Most national and international athletes from
Kenya come from the Rift Valley province. Kenyan runners are from a
distinctive environmental background in terms of geographical
distribution, ethnicity and travelled further to school, mostly by
running. This information highlights the importance of
environmental and social factors in the success of the Kenyan
running athletes. Most of the successful athletes also come from
poor backgrounds.

If it is in your heart and your mind is set,
you can run. Learn the secret and follow the trend.

A VIEW OF ATHLETICS IN KENYA

 Investment into sport in Kenya is much less
than as expected of a nation that is doing well in athletics in the
international arena. Sport development is usually not a top
priority in the national budget of most developing countries, Kenya
included.

A ‘vicious cycle’ is emerges as a result of
the underdevelopment of sport.

‘Muscle drain’ has been deemed comparable to
‘brain drain’ – athletes from developing countries supply the
industrialized countries’ markets with talent. Because of
dissatisfaction and lack of government incentive, Kenya has lost a
number of her champions to foreign countries, i.e., the U.S,
Bahrain, Qatar, Sweden, Norway And even Uganda, just to name a
few.

Since the Mexico Olympics, Kenyan runners
have enjoyed unparalleled success in distance running events
ranging from the 800m to the marathon. Apart from dominating the
Olympic middle- and long-distance track events for quite sometime,
the Kenyan athletes have also dominated the world cross-country and
road-racing circuits. For example, more than half of the all-time
top 20 performances for men in these distances have been performed
by Kenyan athletes. Several studies have attempted to explain the
success of Kenyan runners.

Proposed explanations have included
environmental factors, psychological advantage and favorable
physiological characteristics that could be hereditarily conferred
or environmentally determined. However, the validity of
extrapolating such findings to account for the success of Kenyan
athletes is questionable when participants have been classified
into groups based primarily on skin colour, given that there are
more genetic differences within ‘‘race’’ groups than between these
people we are trying to review..

Although ‘‘performance genes’’ have been
identified as being important in best sporting performance, no
direct genetic evidence has been found to account for the success
of the Kenyan athlete. Factors such as altitude and distance
travelled to school each day have also been proposed to account
partially for the success of these runners. Some studies have
concluded that persistent altitude exposure and endurance training,
as experienced by many Kenyan runners, combine synergistically to
induce organic adaptations which partially account for their
success. A high proportion of elite Kenyan runners originate from
particularly high altitude regions of Kenya such Iten, Eldoret, Mt.
Elgon and Nandi Hills. However this may not necessarily be a cause
to their success.

KENYAN CHILD


Kenyan children do indeed run to and from school. People often live
miles away from village schools and towns and that distance has to
be commuted daily. They often go home after school time in the
evening and help around the farm doing manual labor, they play with
sticks and balls mad from polythene stuck together into a round
mass, and they chase one other at tremendous paces down the paths
in hide and seek games. These children are fit! A westerner
commented while on a tour that these children have run roughly over
15, 000 miles more than the average Western child by the time they
are 18. He also said that the easiest way to close the gap between
'us and them' would be to send a load of school buses and computers
out there to make the children's lifestyle more western.
Ironically, among the least conditioned of the children in Kenya
are the children of athletes who live in nice houses with satellite
TV and a driver! Rarely do children of this age athletes in Kenya
do become athletes like their parents.

It must be remembered too that the over
15,000miles suggested have all been run at between 3,000 and 8,000
feet of altitude where they have been living all their lives. The
benefits to aerobic performance of living (and less so training) at
high altitude are well documented.

All the time, children are expected to show
respect to elders and people in authority; at home, and at school.
This disciplined approach to life has an important role to play in
their later training. There is a commonly held belief Kenya that
some athletes lie about their age to compete in junior
competitions. My belief is that some of this has happened in the
past but that authorities are much stricter on it now with birth
certificates for proof required. I know of one female athlete who
lied about her age claiming she was older than she was so she could
compete in the Olympics in 2000 when under age.

I have pointed out that higher proportion of
the Kenyan athletes travelled long distances to school each day by
running. These travels of to and from school was necessitated by
the need for formal education. At the beginning, it was the
parental and the government need that a child has to go to school
not withstanding the distance between home and school.

I am called to remember how in a day I would
cover over 10 kilometers literally running each day. My primary
school was 2.5 Kilometers from home. After my breakfast in the
morning, I would run 2.5 kilometers to school driven by the fear of
being late and receive a detention punishment in the evening at
school. By mid day, I would be so hungry and would run home, take
my lunch and run back to school all in an hour at most. In the
evening I would run home to attend to domestic chores, e.g. helping
the herdsman to bring in the livestock. My meal mainly comprised of
millet porridge, "ugali" made from corn meal, milk (in plenty),
green vegetables (kales and cabbages rarely), and sparsely
chapatti, rice, eggs and meat. I did this for eight years with only
school holidays as a break. However, these excursions did not make
me an athlete, but my younger brother who is over 10 years my
junior, is an athlete of repute. My elder brother on the other hand
cycled an average of 20 kilometers each day to his senior primary
school; he did not become an athlete!

You can literally superimpose the above on
any Kenyan athlete's life. It is a way of life that hardships
impose on the lives of many rural folk in Kenya. It is near
impossible to get an athlete in Kenya who comes from a wealthy
family, lived in an urban setting and walked to school.

It is only today that the Kenyan athlete has
made running an earner, otherwise the pioneers like those who
attended the Mexico Olympics did it for country and for sport;
monetary gain was not thought of. It was more of a sporting
spirit!

Such information can adequately support the
anecdotal suggestions that running long distances to school each
day influences the success of Kenyan runners.

Kenyan athletes have had an unparalleled
record of success in international distance running
competition.

Kenya has a population of approximately 40
million, distributed among eight provinces, and is peopled by three
main language groups: Bantu, Nilotes- upper, lower and plain; and
Cushitic. The largest of these groups is the Bantu, who account for
approximately 65% of the Kenyan population (covering central,
coastal and western provinces. Nilotic speakers account for
approximately 25% of the population and include the Kalenjin, who
produce a disproportionately large number of elite Kenyan runners.
The Kalenjin have a population of approximately 4 million, about
10% of the Kenyan population, yet have won about 75% of all major
distance running races in Kenya.

Internationally, Kalenjin runners have won
over 70% of all Kenyan gold medals and a similar percentage of
silver medals at major international running competitions. Without
need for a rigorous academic study, it is obvious to any
non-athlete Kenyan that their runners are largely from one
altitudinous region of Kenya (i.e. Nandi Hills, Kapsabet and Uasin
Gishu).

The imbalance distribution of source of
choice Kenyan athletes has been attributed to cultural factors
within the Kalenjin tribe, where the success of Kipchoge Keino, a
pioneer runner and the most famous Kenyan runner, is thought to
have spurred on a tradition of distance running that is now
augmented by talent recruitment to high schools, and uniformed
forces with formal training and competition adding to their
international exposure. As can be seen, many of the national and
international athletes belong to the Nandi sub-tribe, yet the Nandi
region accounts for minor percentage of the total Kenyan
population.

Again, cultural factors could be important
here, as many of the most successful Kenyan athletes have belonged
to the Nandi. In the periphery are their circumcision rites that
instill discipline in their male youngsters. The fame and fortune
afforded to these runners may also be cause to inspire young Nandi
people to adopt distance running as a potential career. We cannot
forget their disciplined commitment to their chosen course.

We can also say that the successful Kenyan
athletes ran to school because of the greater distances they had to
travel without any other alternative option. Parental respect also
contributed to these because every neighbor's child was running to
school. With lack of learning facilities within home neighbour
hood, one institution would serve nearly a radius of 15 kilometers.
It became natural to run to school because everyone was running to
school. In the morning you would find groups of pupils running
together while chattering. You would not see a child laboring along
neither would you encounter an obese child. In cold weather, you
would find them running about in the rain in skimpy clothing.

KENYAN MOTIVATION

 Regardless of the reasons for running such
long distances to school, this amount of exercise each day would
undoubtedly lead to training adaptations for distance running.
Today, a considerable proportion of national and international
athletes from Kenya are motivated to run for economic reasons.
Quite a number, if not all of the national and international
runners today are athletes because of economic empowerment. It is
estimated that 40% of the total Kenyan population are unemployed
and at least 50% live below the poverty line. It would stand to
reason, therefore, that economic empowerment would act as an
important contributing factor to the success of most of Kenyan
athletes in athletic field events; a factor not accounted for in
studies of trying to understand why the Kenyan athlete is
successful. The Kenyan athlete runs not mainly for sport, but is
spurred severely by need of monetary gain, and more so, the foreign
currency.

It is quite clear that the motivation for a
Kenyan to become an athlete is now a financial one. There are so
many role models who have gone abroad, made money and been able to
change their family's life. Even a few hundred dollars can buy
several acres of land for doing crop farming or dairy or acquiring
an urban prime plot to put up a state of the art home building made
of stone rather than a mud. Athletics now offer something like
"from grass to grace" phenomenon.

The most successful athletes normally buy
land near their birth place, build a large house there and also own
a house in the town. Most are farmers but many have invested in
shopping malls, petrol stations or other businesses and spent money
on improving schools near their home. For the successful athlete
balancing businesses and training can be difficult and many make
the wise decision to wait until they retire to start a
business.

The Kenyan athletes have a distinct ethnic
and environmental background compared with the general Kenyan
population. We agree without question that the majority of Kenyan
athletes are from the Rift Valley province, high altitude areas,
and are Kalenjin and speak languages of Nilotic origin. A majority
of these athletes also travelled farther to school, not by choice,
but because it was the only school alternative in their option; and
they mainly did so by running. International athletes tend to show
a pronounced version of this outline compared with national
athletes. This indicates the importance of such environmental
factors in the success of Kenyan distance runners.

It must be remembered that it is a harsh way
of life, no shoes, mud huts, no electricity, no processed food
stuffs, no computers, no telephony systems, etc that has made the
Kenyan athlete! How does this kind of life produce a world champion
athlete? We can talk of genetics, culture, and the economic need;
but in the back drop is the resilience and persistence. I have
watched them train at home setting. At 6: 30am latest, they are out
of the house for the morning run which ends at about 08:00 am. It
is a tough training. The sweating! Nothing is comparable to the
strain on the mind and body. If you meet one you would think they
walked out
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